(such as the ones manifested in domestic violence, sex negativity, SMphobia, sexism, and homophobia) which flow from and are legitimized by hegemonic cultural beliefs on gender and sexuality.
That notwithstanding, we also have divergent views regarding some aspects of Dossie Easton's approach. We are wary that her appeal to a psychologistic individualism and liberal contractarianism may ultimately work to increase the 'sexual privileges' 3 of white, non-trans, middle-class people. We have further got reservations about a certain cultural relativism in her work that has got a tendency to represent 'pre-modern' cultures as an antipode to a sexually and spiritually bankrupt 'West'. Finally, we differ with regard to our approach to 'inclusion', which for us needs to go beyond a mere increase in minoritized faces and bodies and embrace real structural changes in poly discourse and scenes. These issues are explored in more detail elsewhere in this special issue (see, for example, Haritaworn et al. and Noël in this volume). Our editorial strategy in preparing this text was to bring forth in the interview the aspects that are in tune with the focus we have adapted in our call for contributions. 4 Christian Klesse, Jin Haritaworn and Chin-ju Lin
The Interview
Christian: You are co-author of a range of popular guide books that give advice to people who wish to practice BDSM or want to explore non-monogamy as a way of life. In particular your book The Ethical Slut: A Guide to Infinite Sexual Possibilities has gained an enormous popularity. It is frequently referred to (tongue in cheek) as the 'Bible of Polyamory'. What exactly do you mean, if you talk about being an 'ethical slut'?
Dossie:
A slut is a person that celebrates sexual connection with a variety of partners. Why should that be an insult? Why should that not be a compliment? The ethical aspect is also very important to us. Being an 'ethical slut' means that we respect other people's rights and feelings, that we behave with honesty and integrity, that we are not selfish, but work for the whole community, that we don't exploit people, and that we don't treat people like objects.
Christian:
The term 'slut' is usually assumed to be a derogatory term. In particular women are accused of being a 'slut', if they are assumed to have an 'unreasonable' number of sexual partners. The word 'slut' carries connotations similar to the ones associated with the term 'promiscuity'. In the course of my research into nonmonogamy I spoke to women, who said that the term would activate reminiscences of painful experiences of stigmatization, which made it impossible for them to claim it as a positive identity And eventually it might be that people are going off together for a weekend, because people develop skills of taking care of themselves. These contracts or agreements are not about what is right, but only about what fits and feels safe to the people involved, they are very subjective, they are very individual and they change over time. There is not one right way to do this. In terms of class, and gender, and orientation, there are so many factors. Probably the first one, the most basic one is financial security. Within our society, I also worry about sexism, because I am old enough. When I was born in 1944, there was no feminism when I was a teenager -or not that I had access to. What I believed was that I was supposed to grow up to be somebody's wife. And in many ways I believed that it was wrong for me to be intelligent, wanting to create my own work, and to have my own destiny. I was told that I was supposed to be of service to my family and that this was the only fulfilment that was appropriate. So I do worry about sexism, which is all over the place where women and men have not reexamined the traditional gender roles. But it is interesting: I take hope that sex in itself is a way of grasping one's power. For example, I can tell you a frequent observation in the swinger and group sex party environments. Husbands want to go, they argue, browbeat, or even bully their wives into going -and then they get there and the wives are more desirable than the men. So the wives are there picking and choosing and the man is hoping to find someone, who is interested in him [laughs] . That is another imbalance in our society: we treat women as desirable objects, but we don't treat heterosexual men as desirable objects. So they get to the party and the woman is having a great time, everybody loves her, and the man is like: 'Ahh!' -Lost! And so suddenly the power changes.
Christian: At the conference you ran a workshop titled 'Managing Jealousy with Love' in which you suggested a range of strategies and techniques to control or unlearn jealousy. Your therapeutic advice is grounded in the understanding that jealousy is a socially constructed emotion. Beyond this constructionist insight, have you also got a specifically 'political' analysis of jealousy? Do you think the dominant cultural scripts available to us on how to deal with jealousy are bound up with power relations?
Dossie:
Absolutely! You see, we are taught that jealousy is the one intolerable emotion. We are taught to manage anger, aggression, or sadness. As children we are taught: 'Don't cry so much! Don't feel sorry for yourself!' We are taught to contain all the other emotions -even grief. We have a notion of how much grief you are allowed to have, beyond which it is assumed to become pathological grief. But we say: 'Jealousy. Oh no, no, no!!! It is impossible to tolerate jealousy!' I look at how we deal with all the other difficult painful emotions and say: 'Okay, let's take the same approach. How do we take care of ourselves when we feel jealous?' That has worked for a lot of people. The way we tend to deal with jealousy is just another way in which a patriarchal culture enforces strictures on women's sexuality, so that women's sexuality can be owned. It is mostly women, heterosexual women, who are constrained by these models. But we are all taught emotionally that jealousy is some state where we would just explode. But this idea is a myth, it is not true. It doesn't have to be that way. And yet that is what we are told from childhood, even while we are taught to deal with sibling rivalry. And by the way, the ways we are taught to deal with rivalry among brothers and sisters or small children is exactly the same stuff that works with jealousy, too. 'It is okay! You will get your turn! You will get your attention! It is alright!'
Christian: Would you say that jealousy is constructed in a way that justifies the control of women's bodies and sexuality and has the potential to legitimize all kind of male violence and atrocities?
Yes, to the point of murder. I had a man in my office recently that I refused to work with. Some years ago, his wife was having an affair, and he found the man and broke both his legs, and made the man permanently disabled. He went to jail. He went to anger management classes. He is telling me about all this and he is there because he doesn't want to be so angry, because he worries that his new wife is cheating, and I say, 'Oh, then you are coming into therapy that you won't want to do that any more again'. People come to therapy, because they are having a problem. Let's, for example, assume a couple coming in, because they are having a problem with jealousy. If they would be going to a straight therapist, the therapist would say: 'Ah! Well, I need to fix something wrong with your relationship. You won't want outside lovers, if you let me fix your relationship the way I think it ought to be.' And again, there is a lot of mythology in that, because one of the truths that drives polyamory is that most relationships quiet down sexually as they mature. Even people who are polyamorous or SM or transgender, who are coming for therapy for anxiety or depression, or because they are in graduate school and they are having a hard time, all of which are things that have nothing to do with their sexuality, get pathologized. This is the kind of information that I want to have out there. This is why I am working on training for therapists in training. I have actually got through to some therapists who were very prejudiced, but I would say: 'What information do you have? Where is your information coming from? Do you talk to people who do these things to find out if that what they are doing makes them less healthy? Do you talk to SM people to find out, if their lives are obsessed and self-destructive? If you talk to people you will find out that this is not true.' I am a masochist. I am a therapist. I write books, I have a very powerful personality on the stage. I have been bottoming for 30 years and I have not become a wimp, I have not become a disempowered woman by any means. And yet that is the myth. But people think that they have the right to strong opinions about SM, about gender, about sex work, about polyamory, about gay and lesbian people, when they have no information -zero!
Christian:
In your book The Ethical Slut and in the workshops you seem to suggest that it is possible for us as individuals to deal constructively with jealousy and to manage the feelings of shame and guilt that are often bound with pursuing non-mainstream or 'perverse' desires or claiming marginalized or 'queer' sexual identities. You appeal to your readers and listeners to reflect on their needs and their wants, to negotiate their wishes and boundaries, and to affirm their sense of self-worth -all this in a context of inimical societal conditions that have the tendency to pathologize people who stray from the major paths of heterosexual respectability. As common within the disciplines of counselling and psychotherapy, your main focus is on the individual. At the same time, you tend to emphasize the significance of the skills, the spaces, and resources provided by diverse sexual counter cultures. What exactly do you think is the role of social movements in transforming the dominant ideas on gender and sexuality?
Dossie:
I believe that a great locus of control is within the individual: I find my sanity inside myself, if I learn to take care of my emotions, both inside myself and by getting support from others in a positive way. In our communities we start with our extended families, and then we go larger. For example, we have our internet lists, we have munches. 5 Often it is people that talk on an internet list and they get together once a week or once a month for a munch, for a brunch or a dinner. Sometimes there is 30, 40, 50 people. Restaurants need to book rooms sometimes. We have now in the Bay area a meeting called the 'Mahogany Munch', subtitled 'Pleasures of Darkness'. It is a group of people of colour into SM. People of colour are developing a voice or a series of voices and are starting to speak out from their perspectives. Our sexually liberated communities tend to be very white, very middle class. . . . We build queer communities partly because those are places were we are safe to move around and we can take off our disguises that we use to have at jobs and departments, in order not to get beaten up in the streets and to be with each other in a sense of community and safety. But our communities have also taken on political voices.
Christian: What do you think are the most urgent political aims of these movements in the current political situation in the USA?
The issue a lot is organized around right now is the issue of gay marriage. I don't really approve of marriage.
[laughs] I think we should have a pluralistic form of marriage. I think we should have marriages, where people make contracts to raise their children, and they agree on what each person's responsibility would be. But the community is very much organized around the campaign for same-sex marriage, because it is the way that our relationships get some recognition, that our relationships are acknowledged as being valid as everyone else's. And I think that our community works like all oppressed communities, we do a lot of mutual support. I think these things work in steps. We unite to do a march, because some woman is losing her children, because she has got a lesbian partner. So we all unite, and we do a march to publicize the issue and take up collections for lawyers to keep fighting so that these women can have their children back. If we do that, we come together and we will quarrel with each other.
There will be difficulties and we will struggle with them. But at least we come together and we struggle with the difficulties, so we take another step. And there are times when could really wind up fighting and you know say: 'I never do politics again! This is too awful!' And indeed, I don't do a lot of political activism. I work in communities on a much more personal level. My own path has always been working on the personal. That is why I am a therapist. The personal is political in many ways, but I am not the person that goes into court and screams at the government. That is once in a while.
[laughs] So when you talk about political discourse, I keep going back to the personal, because that is where my political discourse is. If I say, I refuse to let the patriarchal society hegemony programme me, in places we are all impacted upon or programmed, or I challenge that programming, then yes, that is political, but I am not using a political methodology to approach it. What I am saying is: 'How do I change my felt reality, my perceived reality inside of me, so that I can start acting in a different way'. And then things start to change from the inside.
